Abstract Models approaching consumer expectations of their water supplier from a risk perspective suggest that consumers primarily and overwhelmingly want safe drinking water supply. In this study consumer preferences in the water sector are investigated in two contrasting case studies: Cyprus, where there have been significant quantity and continuity of supply issues, and Riga, where there have been water quality issues. While water quality is undoubtedly the main priority of water consumers in Riga, in Cyprus consumers indicate that they prioritise a more reliable service even though many are sufficiently dissatisfied with water quality that they do not drink the tap water. The analysis of consumer attitudes in the two case studies suggests that when water supply is unreliable, reliability takes precedence; once it is reliable quality issues come to the fore.
Introduction
Water has a number of features which make it unique amongst consumer products and services. Firstly, safe water supplies are a prerequisite for stable healthy societies. Secondly, unlike most services, most consumers have no choice over their tap water supplier. There are no traditional water markets of competing suppliers in most of the world and thus consumers cannot choose a different supplier if they become dissatisfied with the water services they receive, although there is a market for bottled water, so consumers do have some choice when it comes to drinking water. This paper examines the priorities and expectations that people have from water utilities in terms of the drinking water services they supply and relates these to theoretical models of consumer preferences for risk with water service providers. Following a theoretical review we then report on two case studies where interviews and focus groups were conducted with water industry stakeholders and water consumers respectively and where the nature of the water supply and problems facing the water industry differ significantly. The first case study investigates consumer preferences in a water supply system facing quantitative water resource stress (Nicosia, Cyprus), while the second case study considers consumer preferences in a system undergoing change and qualitative stress (Riga, Latvia). These contrasting case studies were chosen as they allow the effect of very different settings on consumer preferences to be evaluated. They are also interesting from a theoretical perspective as the consumer preference models for the water industry were developed primarily with reference to highly developed high income countries, but whereas Cyprus is classified as a high-income country by the World Bank, Latvia is classified as an upper-middle-income country (World Bank 2010). The paper concludes by discussing variations in consumer preferences for water supply and how these are influenced by the socio-economic setting.
Consumer Expectations and Priorities for the Water Industry
A 2004 survey of European consumer responses to a range of public services shows that satisfaction with water supplies is high compared to other services, with consumer satisfaction about water services being higher overall than with any other service evaluated except postal services (Eurobarometer 2005) . Levels of satisfaction with water services were highest in Belgium where 86% of consumers were satisfied and lowest in Italy where only 65% were satisfied. Overall, 93% of consumers across Europe thought the quality of their water supply services were good, however, in Hungary and the former-Soviet Baltic states, 12% to 14% of consumers said the quality of their water supply services were "bad" or "very bad" (Eurobarometer 2005) .
While the overall level of satisfaction with water services is generally high across Europe, in other regions the situation can be dramatically different. A survey conducted in the Gaza Strip, for example, found that more than 71% of respondents were dissatisfied with the quality of their water, 67% were dissatisfied with the quantity they received and 60% were dissatisfied with the continuity of their water supply (Al-Ghuraiza and Enshassib 2006) . However, such a high level of dissatisfaction could be expected in a region experiencing significant water quality problems and
